INVESTIGATION REPORT 
OF THE FIRE AT 

STOUFFER’S INN OF WESTCHESTER 

Harrison, New York 


JAMES R. BELL 


On Deceniber 4^ a fire occurred on tlie third floor 

of the conference facility at the Stonffer's Inn of 
Westchester, wliidi was located in Han ison, New York. 
Of approximately 9 h 5 tx^cupants who were attendiug 
meetings in several conference rooms, 26 i>ersons lost 
their lives mul 24 were iiyured. The fire did not involve 
guest-room facilities ol the hotel complex. 

The fire originated in an exit access conidor outside 
the meeting rcxuiis in the three-story, fire-resistive, 

Tliis iin estis^tiim wa.s conducted liy tlic NFPh\ under mii aj^-eenient 
with the Federal Emergency Management Agency. It was jointly 
landed by the Federal Emergency Management Agency, the Natinnal 
Bureau of Stimdards, and the NFPA. 

The substance of tlns investigative re]jort is detlkated to tlie puljlic. 
U may be freely reprinted with the custnmary^ crediting nf the source. 
The author and publisher are solely responsihle for the accuracy of 
statements or interpretations contained herein. 


nonspriuklered hitildiug that was classified as a place of 
assemlily . In the early stitges of tlie fire, meeting-room 
occupants were faced vvith rapidly deteriorating, iinteii- 
ahle conditions that impeded their escape to safety. This 
fire emphasizes the importance of maintaining the integ- 
rit\' of exit access ai^eas ;md the extreme liazard to tife 
safety when fires originate in such areas. 

The significajit factors contributing to tile loss of life in 
this fire were: 

• the critical location of the fire in the intersection of 
the exit acce.ss corridors; 


Below; The Conference Center from tfie southweiit. Tlie raiJingc of the 
promenade deck aiul windtiv^ s of the burned-out Cotnrnoii area of the 
third floor lire above the sljintetl. jdassed-in area hou.sing the indoor 
swimming pool. NFPA 









• the rapid development of the fire through the com¬ 
bination of its origin and the available Fuel load 
provided by contents aJid furnishings in the exit 
access; 

• the lack of a remote second means of egress from 
some occupied meeting rooms; and 

• the lack of a fixed fire protection system to detect 
and extinguish the fire in its incipient stage. 

The NFPA investigated the StoufFer's Inn conference 
facility fire in order to document and analyze significant 
factors that resulted in the high loss of life. This.'study 
was conducted in cooperation with the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency/United States Fire 
Administration (FEMAyUSFA) and the National Bureau 
of Standards (NBS) under a standing agreement with 
FEMA, This study was jointly fiinded by NFPA, FEMA, 
aJid NBS. 

The National Fire Protection Association became 
aware of the Stouffer s Inn fire on December 4, 1980. 
James H. Bell, Legislative Technical Specialist in the 
NFPA's Washington, D.C., office, and David Moore/ 
Fire Protection Engineer in the NFPA Research Divi¬ 
sion, traveled to Harrison, New York, to document the 
facts related to this fire. This report was prepared by Mr. 
Bell based on four da)'s of on-site study kind subsequent 
aJialysis conducted by the NFPA. Entry- to the fire scene 
and data collection activities were ciirried out with the 
cooperation of and through the Westchester County Dis¬ 
trict Attorney’s Office. This report presents the findings 
from the NFPA data collection and analysis eflbrt. 

The cooperation of Carl Vergari, Westchester Count)' 
District Attorney, is greatly appreciated. The assistance 
and cooperation of Bill Leavy and Bryant Stevens of the 
New York State Department of Fire Prevention and 


* Mr. Moore is presently with the Mobile Ueseiirch aivcl Develop¬ 
ment Corporation, Prit^ceton, New Jersey. 


Control, and that of Assistant Chief Steve Surace, West 
Harrison Fire Department, and Tom Klem, Federal 
Emergency Management Agency/US Fire Administra¬ 
tion, is also acknowledged. The assistance of A. Elwood 
Willey, NFPA Assistant Vice-President, Research and 
Fire Information Services, is itcbiowledged. Speckd 
thanks go to Mrs. Geraldine Noonan, Project Secretar\', 
for her efibrts in the preparation of this report. 

The objective of this report is to document aird analyze 
a significant fire incident in order to prevent a recur¬ 
rence of such multiple death losses in the Riture. The 
scope of this report is limited to those portions of the 
Stouffer’s Inn conference facility pertinent to an exam¬ 
ination of fire problems md factors associated with the 
loss of life. This report describes firesaJbty^ conditions at 
the StouffeFs Inn conference facility^ and presents 
findings' on contributing factors to the loss of life based 
on the NFPA imalysis of collected data and observ'ation.s 
during the investigation. The NFPA ha.s not analyzed the 
Stoufihr’s Inn conference facility as to*compliance with 
the codes or standards that were in existence in 
Westchester County when the building was built or dur¬ 
ing its operation. 

Due to the ongoing criminal investigation and sub¬ 
sequent indictment and civil litigation sensitivities, cer¬ 
tain data were not available to the NFPA, including 
medical examiner's data on fire victims, certain ignition 
sequence details, access to witness statements, and suffi¬ 
cient information to irermit development of a detailed 
time line of critical incident events. Additional informa¬ 
tion on this fire may exist that uil! further amplify- as¬ 
pects of the report. 

During the period that this report was being de¬ 
veloped, the NFPA was advised that litigation had been 
initiated concerning the fire at the StouffeFs Inn. It is 
not the NFPA's intention that this report pass judgment 
on, or fix liabiliK for, the loss of life and property' at the 
StouBFer’s Inn. 


Figure I. Section view- through Ballroom, Drawing not to scale. 
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rigvire 2. Luyoiit of thitxl ^if)ar. 


BACKCROIND 

The Building 

The Stouffer's inn of Westchester consisted of a 366- 
room kixiiry hotel recreation facilities, and conference 
/acilities, situated on 28 acres of landscaped woodland 
located 30 miles north of midtowm New' York City in the 
town of Harrison, New' York. The hotel complex was 
located tw^o miles from the business center of White 
Plains, New York. 

Three connected four-stor>‘ guest-room buildings 
were separated from the Main Building (which contained 
conference facilities) and a restored stone man.sion by a 
small ravine. The guest-room buildings and the Main 
Building were connected by a 137-foot enclosed pedes- 
triLin walkway. 

The building permit was issued in December 1975, 
and construction was begun at that time. A certificate of 
occupancy was issued in Januaiy 1978. The plans for the 
building had been reviewed by the New York State 
Building Codes Bureau and the towm of Harrison based 
on the New York State Building Construction Code 


Applicable to General Building Construction. Under this 
Code, tlie Main Building W 4 ts classified as a C5-2, a pub¬ 
lic assembly huildmg occupied by 600 to 1,500 people. 

The three-story Main Building in which the fire oc¬ 
curred contained the registration desk, a restaurant, a 
coftee shop, lounge, (x>ol, health club, small shops, and 
ofl'ices. The third floor, the floor of fire origin, contained 
meeting rooms, a ballroom that could be converted to 
additional meeting space by movable partitions, and the 
fjanquet kitchens, with ancillaiy service areas. The 
Common, a 24-foot-by-93-foot area that functioned as a 
lobby for the adjoining ballroom and as an accessway for 
otlier meeting areas, was located on the west side of the 
building. (See Figures 1 and 2 and Table L) 

The conference facility Main Building in which the fire 
f>ccurred was of fire-resistive construction. The exterior 
facade of the building consisted of both glass lights 
(panels) in aluminum mullions and masonry walls with a 
brick veneer. Stnictural steel was protected with 
sprayed-on mineral fiber insulation on beams and gird¬ 
ers, concrete on spandrel girders, and enclosure of col¬ 
umns in gx'psum wallboard assemblies, resulting in 2- or 
3-hour fire-resistance ratings. Floor assemblies were of 
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Table L 

Meeting Room Dimensions 


Rooms 

Dimensiom 

Sq. Ft 

A) Grand Ballroom 

56 ft. n 105 ft. 

5880 

Wilson Rofjm 

56 ft. x 35 ft. 

1960 

Jamison Room 

56 ft. x 35 ft. 

I960 

Disbrow Room 

56 ft. X 35 ft. 

i960 

Dishrow' A 

26 ft. X 35 ft. 

980 

Dish row' B 

28 ft, X 35 ft. 

980 

B) Harr ison Room 

20 ft. X 42 ft. 

840 

Harrison .A 

20 ft. X 21 ft. 

420 

Harrison B 

20 ft. X 21 ft. 

420 

C) Sicolls Koom 

22 ft, X 31 ft. 

682 

Nicolls A 

11 ft. x31 ft. 

341 

Nicolls B 

11 ft. x31 ft. 

341 

D| Haight Room 

16 ft. X 24 ft. 

384 

E) The Commoii 

24 ft. X 93 ft. 

2232 


concrete slab on steel deck* The roof assembly of the 
third consisted of concrete slab on steel deck or 
two-inch foa3n insulation on steel deck; both were cov¬ 
ered with a composition roof* 

Corridor wall assemblies on the third Hoor of the con¬ 
ference facility varied in construction. Wall assemblies 
enclosing the Haight, Nicolls, and Harrison Booms con- 
.sisted of %-inch t\^pe X gj^psum wal (board on either side 
of steel *studs to provide a 1-hour fire^resistive rating. 
However^ the wall assembly enclosing the perimeter of 
the Grand Ballroom consisted of steel studs with ^-inch 


gypsum wallhoard (non-type X) on either side of the 
studs* In most locations, one layer of V^-inch fire- 
retardant treated plywood was included hetu'een the 
steel studs and the gvpsutn wallhoard. The resulting wall 
assemblies would not meet specifications for a l-hour 
fire-rated wall assembly. 

Doors leading firom meeting rooms into The Common 
and corridors were of solid-core composite-type con¬ 
struction with a plastic laminated surface covering. 
Doors, door franies, and hardware would not provide 
fire-rated protection for ojienings in the wall as¬ 
semblies.^ 

The interior finish in the public areas and conference 
rooms on the third floor consisted of vinyl wall coverings 
on gypsum wallhoard* The wall areas at the opposite 
ends of The Common were made of brick. The sus- 
tx*nded ceilings throughout tlie third floor were of 
mineral-fiber tile. Typical wall finish within the Grand 
Ballroom consisted of vinyl wall covering, painted wood 
decorative molding, and pktstic laminated panels on gyp¬ 
sum wallhoard on fire-retardant treated plywood panels 
over steel studs. 

The floor coverings throughout the public areas oi'tlie 
third floor consisted of woven cut-pile cari:»et of 80 jier- 
cent w<K>! and 20 i3ercent nylon, with jute hacking and a 


^ Engineering report conducted by Lothrop .Ajisocintes .Arc hi tec 
“.Andysb of Building Code Compliance, Building .A, StmilFers 
VVWchester 1 on* Town of Harrison, New* York/* (issued July, 1981} Inr 
Westchester County, 


F'igiwe 3, Siniplified representation of contents in North Corridor atid The Common, plus 
smoke and flame spread (mdicatt?d by dotted pattern). Drawing not to sciile, 
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fiber underiuynieiit pad. This carpeting was contiiiuons 
throughout tile public areas on tlie third floor. 

The Common area contained mixed fiirnishings that 
included sofas, two piiinos, side tallies, and lamps; 
artificial Christmas tree was located against the wall at 
the north end of The Common (see Figure 3).^ There 
were hvo large, evergreen Christmas wreaths on ttie 
brick end walls of The Common, Five temporary tallies 
had been installed prior to the fire to provide coffee 
service during meeting breaks. These folding tables 
were constructed of plywocid with metal frames and legs, 
and were covered uith cotton or linen tablecloths that 
extended to the floor. 

A mobile coat rack was located next to the south wall of 
the North Conidor, several feet from the intersection of 
that Corridor \nth The Common, Approximately 40 to 
60 outerwear garments may have been hanging on the 
rack on the morning of the fire. 

Meeting rooms were equipped with stackable metal 
chairs padded with ixilvairethiine fbiun and blended 
cotton/felt with vinyl coverings. Folding tables inside the 
rooms were covered with tablecloths* 

The west w^all of The Common consisted of glass in 
aluminum frames with o|>en“weave curtains dong the 
entire length of The Common, 

Tlie Common serv'ed as the focal i>oint and key exit 
access corridor for the conference facility on the third 
Hoor and also as a lobby for the Grand Ballroom. Tlie 
Common provided access to tlie Wilson Room, the Jami¬ 
son Ro<’im, and the Dishrow' RcMuns, the designations for 
the meeting rooms that could be created within the 
Grand Ballroom by inovalde steel wall partitions. The 
Disbrow^ Room on the east end of the Ballroom could l>e 
further subdivided into two smaller meeting rm^ms, 
Disbrow' Rooms A and B, by means ol another movable 
steel w'ull partition* On the morning of the fire, the mov¬ 
able partitions had been extended to subdivide the Ball- 
r(X)m into four meet ing areiis, three of vvhicli were (X"- 
cvipied at the time of the fire. (See Figure 2*) 

The Common intersected with the North and West 
Corridors located in the north corner of the building* 
These corridors provided access to the additional, 
smaller meeting rooms (Dishrow^ A* Disbiaw B, Harri¬ 
son, Nicolls, and liaightl. 

The Nor th Corridor was nine feet wide. It extended 43 
feet from the intersection to a [Joint where the corridor 
turned 9(1 degrees to the north, ainning an additional 11 
feet to tliree 36-inch exit dtxjrs. Tliese doors led to an 
ll-foot-hy-21-fDt*t enclosed exit foyer that had three 36- 
incli doors leading to a porch with tw^o steps to grade. 
The North Ciirridor provided access to the single exit 
access door that seived the Haight Room. 

At the east end of the North Corridor, tw^o 42-ineh, 
B-labeled, 1 ^^-honr fire doors protected the opening lie- 


^ contiKiiniUon is tnijJtxl on tht* best data availabli? lU ttie lime of 
Ihi' N'FPA s iiivestigjijtiijn- 


tween the North Corridor and the Receiving and Hold¬ 
ing Room* These doors were not provided with self¬ 
closing devices. 

The West Corridor, w^hich was six feet wide, extended 
34 feet from the intersection wath The Common and the 
North Corridor to the north exterior wall of the building* 
This created a dead-end corridor. The West Corridor 
provided acce*ss to the Harrison and the Nicolls Rooms, 
which were located on either *side. Both the Harrison 
and the Nicolls Rooms could each be subdivided into two 
smaller meeting rooms by movable partitions. These 
rooms were designated by letters as Harrison A and B 
and Nicolls A and B. Each smaller subdivided meeting 
room w^as provided with a single exit access doorway. 

A three-story enclosed exit stairway that discharged to 
the exterior at grade was located in the southwest corner 
of the building, opposite the elevators* A 40-inch, 
B-labeled, IV^-hour fire door with appropriate hiu-dware, 
latching, and self-closer provided access to the 2-hour, 
fire-rated, exit stairway enclosure. 

Exit iiccess corridors extended along the south and 
eiist exterior walls of the building. The six-foot-wide cor¬ 
ridors imi 220 feet, joining the third-floor landing at the 
monumental stairwm and elevator lobby with the cor¬ 
ridor from the Receiving and Holding Rcx)m* Two pairs 
of 36-iiich double-leiif doors equipped with panic 
haidw^are provided the means of egress from the East 
Coixidor. 

Internally illuminated exit signs and directional signs 
were provided. 

An open monumental stairw-ay ai'ea between the 
lohby/registration desk area on the second floor and the 
conference facilities on the third floor was in a glass 
structure that extended from the south w'all of the Main 
Building, The monumental stairway w'as 60 inches wide. 
The area on tlie second Hoor hinctioned as the main 
entrance to the hotel, ^uid as the lobby and registration 
desk area. The driveway, main entrance canopy, the 
parking lots, and parking structure for the conference 
facility all could be reached most directly through this 
entiiince* 

The stairway binding iuid sitting area on the third floor 
w^as open to iind overlooked the loliby iirea below. The 
o[x^n area between the floors w'as partially protected by 
sprinklers supplied by the domestic w'ater system. Four 
160“ */^-inch [jendent sprinklers were located so that they 
extended across the foce of the opening into each of the 
tw^o floors. In addition, a draft curtain was installed on 
the second floor to provide heat Ijanking for the four 
sprinklers on titis floor. 

Glass dotJr.s in aluminum frames at either end of The 
Common iitlow^ed aewss to the Promenade Deck* There 
vvas a single-leal door at the stJuth end of The Common 
and douhle-leal'doors at the north end. Both doorways 
were pro\-ided with a key-operated deadbolt kx'king 
mechajiisni on the interior side of the doors and a thumb 
latch on the exterior side. The Promenade Deck ran the 
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Rill length of The Connnon iind luid a small deck area 
extending ircjiii tlie building over the enclosed pedes¬ 
trian walkway that overlooked the sloping swimmiiig 
IK^ol enclosure. Tliere was no means of egress fioin the 
deck area. Since these doors were not considered exit 
d(M>rs and did imt lead from the huilding to a publie way, 
they w^ere not marked with exit signs ami were not re- 
cjuu'ed to he maintained in an unlocked ccmdition. 

On the east wall of the Grand Ihillroom there were 
three exit access doonvays onnked with internally ib 
liiminated exit signs. These doonvays provided addi¬ 
tion til exit act'ess to remote exits for the BiLllriK>m or for 
the enclosed individual meeting rooms when the Ball¬ 
room WiLs subdivided by movalde wall partitions. The 
doom^ays disci uu ged into im exit Centra! Corridor ap¬ 
proximately 6 feet wide and 97 feet long with a common 
patli of travel and discharged into a Keceivingand Hold¬ 
ing Room. Doors from the kitchen also discharged into 
this corridor. The Receiving and liolding Room was 
used to receive mid store supplies for the conference 
facility and kitchens. The loading dock on the exterior ol^ 
the building adjoined the Receivingand Holding Room. 
Access to the loading dock was provided by a lf)-loot- 
wide, roll-up ovei liead dmr and througb a single 40-inch 
door marked w'ith an exit sign. Steps led to grade from 
the loading dock. 

A doorway witli a jiair of 36-inch, B-laheled, 1 ’>^-honi' 
doors on the east side of the Receiving and Holding 
Room provided access to the Ea.st Corridor and exit 
ramps, A single B-labeted, H4-honr door Iwated adja¬ 
cent to the overhead door connected to the exit lover of 
the North Corridor. 

The Main Building lia<! zoned 11 VAC (heating, venti¬ 
lation, and air-eonditioning) systems vMth several indi¬ 
vidual roobmounted units. Ionization-type smoke detec¬ 
tors were installed in return-air ducts of tnich of the 


The Common, lookmj'north itmait! the aron of HriMirigin. Exit 
door to the W'iUoo Ilooni in the Grand Ballroom is at nitslit. M-Pa 



HVAC systems. The detectors were iuranged so that 
upon activation, the systems would shut down. 

fnsix* *etion of the alaian system by obsen ers alitor the fire 
indicated that seven detection cirenit modules hail heeu 
disconnected, which apparently imixiired some H\ .\C'- 
dnct smoke detectors. However, none of the discon¬ 
nected eircuits appetued to sene the third floor ol the 
conference facility (the floor of fire origin). Fire damjx'rs 
with fusible links were installed in ducts, which |X"ue- 
trated 2-hour fire-rated walls, ver tical sliafts, and Htxir 
slabs. Dampers w^ere not installed where ducts ix'ue- 
tratei! I-hour rated or nourated walls or partitions."* 

The Common also had I)aselK)iird liot-waler heat in¬ 
stalled at the base of the glass wall along tlie west side of 
The Common, Supplemental (electrical) fieating could 
be provided by the roof-mounted units that were con¬ 
trolled hy a thermostat located within Tlie Common, 

The IfX'al fire alarm system consusted of manual pull 
stations arranged to sound evacuation alarm tietls in cor¬ 
ridors, In addition, an evacuation alaiin bell was cen¬ 
trally located in the (hand Ballroom, adjacent to the 
Central Corridor. Signals from the maimal pnl! stations 
iind H\'.\C system smoke de tec tons were transmitted to 
the annunciator panel adjacent to the registration desk; 
they indicated the zone activated ami sonmled a bell at 
the annunciator panel. 

The system was ariauiged to sound evacuation alarm 
bells upon activation of manual pull stations or HN AC 
system smoke detectors. A bell silence switch at the lui- 
ininciator panel could be used to silence the hell at the 
annunciator pane! and the evacuation alarms.^ 


Puhlic Protection 


The town/village of Harrison, xvliich is located in 
Westchester County, had a |X>pNlation of approximately 
42,(K)0 within its 19,5-sqiiare -mile area. I'he Town of 
Hairison, as an incorjxnated [Militical entity, encom- 
jxisses all of this area except for the Purchase Fire Dis¬ 
trict, w'hich remains unincorporated. The Stoufler s Inn 
site was hreated within the Purchase Fire District. The 
Purchase Fire Department is a totally volunteer depart¬ 
ment watli dispatch 4uui communications ]>n)vided by the 
Towm of Haixi.son Police Department over a municipal 
radio fietpiencv that sen es all of the town's scr\ ices. 


.Activities of ihe Occupants 


On the morning of the fire, five conferences w^ere in 
progress on the third Hoor of tlie Main Building, .Approx¬ 
imately 95 cx^cupants were attending meetings in six of 
the conference facility's nine meeting rtKims. 
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^ Lolhrop HAsstxriiitcs Architects' Report. 

* Ibid. 



Forty-two [:»ersons were re^jistei ed to at tend u seni iniU' 
heini^ held l)y the Ihiited States Brewers Aeadetiiy in the 
Wilson Twenty-two employees of the Nestles 

Company. Inc., nfWhite Plains. New York, were attend¬ 
ing a semimu' in Dishrow Boom A. luul six employees ol 
tile PepsiCo Companv of Purchase, New York, were 
meeting in Dislirow Room B. 

Kleven employees of (General Foods. Inc,, of White 
Plains were meeting in the IlarriMm Room using hoth 
sections A md B. Thirteen execnthes of the Arrow Elec¬ 
tronics Company of Greenwich. Connect lent, were hold¬ 
ing a finance meeting in the Haight Room. Electronics 
etpiipment of the Arrow Corporation had been set up in 
Nicolls Hofnn A. 

Conference llicility kitchen and service employees 
were also on the third Hoor in varying mmihers he!ore 
the fire occurred. 

Weather Condi Ham 

According to information obtained from the Wcstch(*s- 
ter Count) Air|xirt, weather condition.s in Harrison. 
New York, between the hours of HdK) am and ll:(Kl am 
on December 4, 19S0, were as follows: 

Condiliom Tempetafure \°Fl Humiditif Wind imph 

CMesir 23® dry (2“ dew priint) VC Ih 

THE FIRE 

Discovery of the Fire 

As determined by local investigators, the fire was of 
incendiar)- origin imd involved a flammable liquid on the 
eiui>et in the vicinity of the intersection of The Common 
and the North Corridor. The fire developed rapidly, ex¬ 
tending into The Common imd the adjoining corridors 
and exposing those areas to heavy smoke and heat. At 
approximately 10:20 am, witnesses discovered the fire 
while it was still in its incipient stages. 

The fire alarm system annunciator panel and alarm 
l>ell in the hotel telephone operators room behind the 
registration desk on the second floor apparently indi¬ 
cated alarm conditions several minutes after tlie fire be¬ 
gan. The operator pressed a hell silence switch and then 
called the seciirity oflice, which was located on the third 
floor adjacent to the fteeeiving iuid Holding Hm^m. The 
hells activated again, and the annunciator board indi¬ 
cated an alarm status on several zone indicator lights. 
The fire alarm evacuation hells then sounded in the Main 
Building. 

The chief bmiding engineer was on the first floor when 
fire alarm bells were heard. He ran upstairs to the 
second-Hoor telephone operator's room. The light array 
on the board indicated an alarm situation on the nortli- 
west corner of the third floor. He ttMik an extinguisher 


and made his wav^ tt) the third Hoor, where he Ibund 
heavy smoke. 

The chief engineer also attempted to shut down the 
1I\'AC systems by shutting od all power in the Iniilding. 
With tile normal power supply shut down, the 145-kw 
emergency generator iictb ated. Tile generator also %vas 
shut tlown. 

Fire DepiirtTnent Response and 0|}eratton.s 

At 10:23 am. the hotel telephone operator teiephonetl 
tlic ahum to the Ihirrison Police and Fire Dispatcher, 
The Purchase Fire Department was dispatched and re¬ 
sponded with Engine 239, Engine 238, Ladder 53. and 
Iftibt)' It). .\ police officer who was near the scene no¬ 
tified the Dispatcher that heavy smoke was showing; 
therefore, the W'e.st Hairison Fire Department was also 
dispatclied and responded Engine 265 and Plngitie 
52 under a mutual-aid agreement. A ladder company was 
requested ifoin tlie Port Chester Fire Department and 
an engine company from Hiirrison was retpiested for 
self-contained lireathing appaj'atns and manpower. 

Wlien fire department iiersonnel aiTived at H):28 am, 
the North and West Corridors, Tlie Common. Dishrow 
R(K>m and the Receiving and Holding Room were 
already heavily involved in fire. Prior to the initial fire 
attack, tlie windows of the The Common had broken, 
allowing the fire to vent. An ^tssistant chief and fire 
fighters from first-arriving Engine 239, positioned at the 
rear I oat! in g dock, began to attack tlie fire with a booster 
line and tw^o H/i-inch preeonnected handline.s directed 
into the Receiving imd Holding Room through an over¬ 
head tloor. A 2Hi- inch line horn Engine 239 w^as later 
used through a rear exit door, F'fre fighters made an 
attempt to rescue occupants of the Haight Room, hut 
were unable to make their way to the room. They en¬ 
tered the rtnnn later when fire fighters were able to 
breach a hole through the g>Tisum wallboiird and steel 
stud wall in the exit foyer. This breaching, which was 
initiated by the chief building engineer, w^as completed 
by fire department ix^rsonnel. 

Fire fighters from Engine 265 stretched a 2Vi-inch 
supply line from the liydnmt located at the main en- 
trance. This li\ draiit wiis found to have difierent threads 
on its hvo 2^^-inch outlets, which caused some delay in 
supplying Engine 265. A IV^-inch line from Engine 265 
was tciken through the main entrance rooms and up the 
monumental stairs. Later, a second 1 Vi-inch hiuidline 
was positioned parallel to this line imd a 214-inch line w^as 
stretched as a backup, Imt w-as never used. The assistant 
fire chief of West liaiTison, in command of a P4-incli 
attack line, reported that sprinklers were operating iind 
that it was difficult to advance past the sprinkler dis¬ 
charge because of smoke and heat in The Common. As 
the crew advanced tow^ard the north end of The Com¬ 
mon, suspended ceiling tiles dropix*cl dovvn on them. 
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A 1 Mi-inch line was removed from Engine 52 and 
taken to the northeast rear exit, but was not used. A 
ladder pipe was set up, but it was not used. The occu- 
l>ants of the Hai-nson Room liad evaenated tSirough the 
window- before fire department i>ersonnel arrived. 

Attempts to ventilate the rix>f were unsuccessful due 
to the concrete-slab-on-steel-deck and concrete slab con¬ 
struction of tlie roof areas supi^orting HWAC equipment. 
Approximately 25 to 30 minutes after the ignition of the 
fire, a backdr^ift explosion occurred in the roof area over 
the Grand Ballroom area. Tlie explosion reportedly wits 
of sLifticient force to lift the roof dislodge brick on the 
exterior of the w^alf and crack the concrete enciising 
spandrel beams of the steel structural framing. Fire 
fighters who were on the roof at the time, seeking a way 
to ventilate the roof were shaken by the explosion. Tliey 
pulled the dislodged course of brick from the waif 
providing ventilation along the north and eitst perimeter 
wall. 

The four sprinklers activated and stop[H?d the horizon¬ 
tal fire travel at the open lobby and monumentij stairs. 
File fighters, using handlines, extinguished the fire ap¬ 
proximately 45 minutes after their arrivd. 

Fire depiUtment personnel began to remove the 
bodies before the precise locations of the bodies w'ere 
noted and before the an ival of the District Attorney's 
Speckd Investigator. 

Evacuation of the Oecupant^i 

• Di.^hrow Room A 

The occupants of the Disbrow Room A were sitting at 
tables facing the podium, which was located along the 
south wall of the rotun. The executives seated in the 
iTKini first noted smoke imd flames extending under or 
through the cracks of the double doors leading to The 


Tlie Willi between the Haight Rtx)m anti the north exit corridor- Res¬ 
cuers breached the wall in an elTort to save the t>cx.'npants. nfpa 



Common, The .speaker, a consultant, directed the occu¬ 
pants to remain calm and to move to the other set of 
doors, which led to the North CoiTidor. 

They oijened the double doors leading to the North 
Corridor and found that the corridor was filled with 
smoke. As they filed from the rtK>m into the North Cor¬ 
ridor, the fire in the corridor extended rapidly tow'ard 
them. Reportedly, the last surviving occupant observed 
fire extending over his head as he entered the corridor 
from the Disbrow^ Room A. Ocx:upants groped along the 
floor of the corridor along the south wall, moving away 
from The Common, looking for the exit. 

A hotel employee, who was working in the rear load¬ 
ing area, entered the North Corridor exit foyer adjacent 
to the Haight Room fiom the Receiving ;md Holding 
Room. When he entered the foyer, he saw smoke seep¬ 
ing through the cracks of the interior set of fire doors. He 
opened the interior door and saw thick, black, acrid 
smoke tilready banked down fi'om the ceiling to within 
four feet of the floor. Stepping into the corridor, he saw 
the occupints searching for the exit. As the smoke l)egan 
to aHect him, he grabbed two of the people in tlie cor¬ 
ridor, opened the double doors leading to the Receiving 
and Holding Room, and stumbled into that room. 

He crossed the room and located the button that acti¬ 
vated the roll-up overhead door. With the door open, he 
led the group out onto the loading doc'k. Affected by the 
smoke, he vomited and attempted to catch his breath in 
the fresh air. Because the telephone at the security desk 
was ringing, he reentered the Receiving and Holding 
Room. Bending over to avoid the black smoke that was 
filling the room, he oi>ened the door to the security office 
and entered the room. The telephone operator informed 
him of the alarm status of the iuiimnciator board and said 
T\ll the alarms (are) going off.*' He told the operator, 
"ThaCs right — there s a fire back here," The operator 
called the Harrison Police/Fire Dispatcher and reported 
a fire in the loading dock area of the building. The initial 
response of the fire department w'as made to the rear 
loading dock. 

Four of the occupants of the Disbrow Room A appar¬ 
ently left the room through the doors leading to The 
Common, and the bodies of these four were later found 
there. In addition, the bodies of two occu [>ants were also 
found in Distirow Room A, SLx of the occupants w4io 
were tlie last to leave tlie Disbrow Room A and enter the 
North Corridor succumbed to the deteriorating condi¬ 
tions in the corridor. 

• Disbrow Room B 

In the Disbrow Room B, the six oc-cupants of the meet¬ 
ings room were alerted to the fire by the noise and yells 
of "Fire" when the group from Disbrow Room A entered 
the North Corridor. As heavy smoke broke through the 
ceiling of their room, they entered the central exit cor¬ 
ridor through the doors along the east wall. After enter¬ 
ing the corridor* they exited past the kitchen into the 
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Corridor wiill const met ion etwee n D is brow Kooin A and The Coiu^ 
moil* V'iesved from The Comrnoti. \'FPA 

Receding ;uid Holding Room, which was filled with 
heavy smoke. After they exited onto the loading clock, 
the Receiving and Holding Room l>ecame ftilly en¬ 
veloped in Hame. 

• The Wi(.son Roorf* 

The occupants ot the Wilson Room learned of the fire 
when one of the c3ccupants noticed black smoke curling 
in around the doors from The Common. All l>ut txvo of 
the occupants left the room hy way of the double doors 
leading into The Common, Black smoke had already ex¬ 
tended dow'n the length of The Common, As the ckhl'li- 
pants left the Wilst^n Room, they turned sontli and in the 


direction of the monumental stairs. Those who were at 
tlie head of the line had been alile to leave the room 
standing erect. As the conditions deteriorated, each [x^r- 
soti moving through the door w'iis forced to bend lowei' 
and closer to the floor. When he reached the exterior of 
the building, one of the occnpiuits who wtis towaixl the 
end of the line noted that the back of his neck was wet. 
Leaving the third Hoot, the occup^ints had passed be¬ 
neath the third-floor sprinklers, which had already been 
activated by beat traveling the length of The Common, 

One of the last (K;cu|xmts to leave the Wilson Room 
apparentiy became disoriented in the smoke. After 
reaching The Common, he turned right, toward the ori¬ 
gin of the fire, and succumljed to the conditions. 

Two other (K^cnixints used the doors leading to the 
Central Corridor and were able to escai>e through the 
kitchen. The “exit'" sign for that exit access door was 
blocked from view by a lai^ge projection screen. 

• The Haniwn Room 

Eleven occupants were meeting in the Harrison Room 
in the northwest corner of the building. One of the occu¬ 
pants smelled smoke and opened the door to the dead¬ 
end corridor; smoke rolled into the rcxmi. The door xvas 
then closed. 

With heavy black smoke filtering through cracks in 
both sets of doors, occupants were forced to break tem- 
fiered glass window tites (panels). They made several 
attempts tt) break the glass, using chairs and a folding 
Lillie. The occupants were finally able to break the glass 
on the north w^all of the room by using a table as a batter¬ 
ing ram. They jiimiied approximately 15 feet to rocky, 
uneven grade below, sustaining laceration and fracture 
injuries. 


The Hairition lotjkiug toward the north. Oevupants ot the rouiii 

broke out the jflass wth a foldiii^ tal>]e arid juiupetl to the ground 
15 feet l>el<nv. NKpa 



• The Haight Room 

Thirteen executives were meeting in the Haight 
R(K>m, which had a single door opening to the corridor 
and no wdndow^s. .A closet four feet deep was located 
idong the north end of the room. 

The occu plants of the Haight Room apparently became 
aw'are of the fire during or after the rapid deterioration of 
conditions in the corridor. The corridor access door had 
evidently been opened and w'as left in the open position. 
Tw^o occu|>ants of the room entered the corridor and 
succumbed to conditions there. Eleven occupants re¬ 
mained in the room. Six occui>ants apparently took 
refuge in the 4-foot-by-16-foot closet, wfliere they died. 
Five others died in the room. 




Twenty-six occupants of the third floor at the time of 
the fire died and twenK-four others w^ere injured. (See 
Table 2.) Five fatalities were found in The Common, 
with indications that at least two persons died while at- 
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Table 2, 

Occupant Summary 



Fatalities 

Meeting 

Wumher of 

iViim/jer 

In 

riw 

Sorth 


Room 

Occit pants 

EseajTed 

Hoorn 

ComirKiM Corriff^jr Total 

Di>brinv A 

22 

It) 

2 

4 

6 

12 

Disbrcw^ R 

6 

B 

— 

— 

— 

— 

Wilsuiv Rexun 

42^ 

n 

— 

1 

— 

I 

ilurrisim Boom 

H 

II 

— 

— 


— 

Bmun 

13 

9 

11 

— 

2 

13 

\kolb Room 

1 

1 

— 

— 

— 

— 

Totals: 

95 

69 

13 

5 

H 

26 


* Nuiiibcr d ^xtuixints registered for a meeting in llie Wjlsnn 
Kooni; the Nniriber Escaped assumes all nc^cupmls were m (lie room at 
the lime nl the fire. 


tempting to esciijx^ by means of tlie loekeil prornenatle 
access dooi-ways. Four of the five fatalities were occin 
pants of the l^ishrow Room A who had attempted to 
escai^ through the exit access door located on the west 
wall of the room, wtiicli led to The Common. The fiftli 
fatality w'as an occupant of the Wilson Room \vht3 had 
apparently turned right in The Cominon after leaving 
the W ilson Room ndth others in that group. 

Eight hixties were located in tlie North Corridor. Six 
of the 22 (K'cnimnts of the Dislirow Room A vvho had 
attempted to reach sdety by means of the North Cor¬ 
ridor snccumljed in that corridor. Their bodies were lo¬ 
cated in nearly single-file fiishion, the manner in which 
tlie\^ had left the Disbrow Rm>m A and attempted then- 
escaiJe in the corridor. Two additional victims were 
found in the North Corridor, a few feet from the doorway 
to the Haight Room. These occupants of the fiaight 
Room had attempted to escape by using the corridor. 

Eleven occuiiiints of t!ie Haight Room had remained 
in the room. Six of these occii]xints had apparently hiketi 
refuge from fire conditions that were entering the room 


The l liUght Room, where 12 executives were irapixul when the one 
doorway into file corridor was blocked by fire conditions. Six oi the 
ix’cu|5iuits were found in the closet at left (see arrow). sfp.\ 


by taking rehige in a storage closet. Five of the fatalities 
were found in tlie meeting-room area. 

The bodies of two victims were also located in the 
.southeast corner of the Disbrow Room A; they had been 
occui^ants of that room. 

Fire Damage 

Severe fire damage was sustained in The Common, 
Disbrow Rooms A;aid B, both corridors, and the Receiv¬ 
ing and Holding Room. Heat had extended into the Har¬ 
rison Room, hilt the rcxmi was clear of’ sev ere fire dam¬ 
age, as were the Nicolls Rooms A and B and the \Nalson 
Room. The Jamison RiKnn received some heat damage. 
Heavy smoke conditions extended throughout the floor 
in areas that were not directly exposed to the fire. 

ANALYSIS 

Discussion 

.\s determined by local investigative authorities, the 
fire was of incendiarv' origin, involving the ignition of 
flammable litpiid on the carpet in the vicinity of the 
intersection of The Common mid the North and West 
Corridors. A suspect, vvho had been employed by tlie 
hotel as a busboy and coffee steward at the time of the 
fire, was airested following a four-month investigation by 
the Westchester County District Attorney's Office and 
wiis indicted by a Westchester County Grand jury. 

Information on the amount and tv'pe of accelerant that 
had allegedly been used to start tlie fire was not availalde 
to the NFPA because of the ongoing criminal investiga¬ 
tion and the indictment. Within the immediate area of 
this location w-as a mobile coat rack witli betw^een 40 to 
60 outen^^ear garments hiingiiig vertically fiom hook.s, 
phis two portable, folding wooden tables with cotton ta¬ 
blecloths on which coffee and Dtmish rolls had been 
placed, (See Figure 3,) The fire on the third floor rapidly 
extended to these items. In conjunction with the liquid 
fiiel present on the floor of the corridor, tills fuel load 
was sufficient to provide for a rapid build-up of heat 
under the nine-foot suspended ceiling in the vicinity of 
the point of fire origin* The intense fire growth in thi*s 
area was sufficient to contribute to the spread of fire fi'om 
the area of origin iind the rapid mo\ ement of smoke in 
The Common and in the intersecting corridors. 

Under the nine-foot-high mineral-tile suspended ceil¬ 
ing, direct radiated heat energv' from the products of 
combustion preheated and provided rapid ignition of 


Finish and Fire Spread. NFPA SPP‘47, NFP.\, Quincy, 
Mass, 1977, pp, U3-140. 

^ J. C. Qiiintere, A Chfiracterization and Analtjsis pfNUS Carrukfr 
Fk-e Experitmnts in Order ia Ectduafe tf%e Behai^ittr ami Ferfamutnee 
of Floor Covering Materiais, NBSIR 7.5-691. Natjonid Bureau ofStand- 
aixis. June 1975. 











eomlnistible hirnisliings, wall covering. e;u-]>t‘tiiig, and 
decorat ions in Tlie Common.*^ Alttiough hirnisliings in 
The Common were "sparse,” there was siiRIleient fiiel 
loadin^^ to allow additional burnin^^ in that area. The ex¬ 
tension oi burning beyond the south end oi The Com¬ 
mon was limited by the domestic sprinkler protection. 

In addition to tlie Riel contributed by Rjrnisliings in 
The Common and Nortli Corridor, the vinyl wall cover¬ 
ing also burned. In some locations, vinyl wall covering 
had delaminated from the gy psum wallboard: delamina¬ 
tion of the vinyl wall covering could alter its burning 
chaiacteri sties.® 

The lieavy fire conditions in The Common may have 
been of relatively short duration. Due to the limited fuel 
available, tlie fire in The Common may' have rapidly 
consumed most of the available fuel. The windows along 
the west side of The Com mon were broken out In the 
fire, allowing ventilation of products of combustion. 
Witnesses indicated that the rolling flames that issued 
from these windows soon after discovery of tlie fire 
quickly abated within a matter of minutes. 

The products of combustion and flame front also were 
a!>le to extend in l>oth the North ^uid West Corridois. 
The doors leading from the North Con idor into Disbrow 
Room A had been left in the ojien position during and 
after the escape attempts of the occnyxmts. Fire w'as 
therefore able to enter Disbrow Boom A, Fuel lor an 
extensive fire build-up in this rcx>m was pren ided by the 
ftirnishings — tallies anci urethane toani-padded chairs 
with a vinyl fabric covering — and decorative interior 
finish, w'hich included vinybcoverec! fabric, phcstic sur- 
lace panels, vinyl w^all coverings, and wood molding. Tlie 


Carpel aixJ imderlayment |]tid sample?; Irom the third Hewr ol the 
StOLifler's Itiii d VWstchester s Muiti BtiildiuK were liy NIlS in 

actordanee v^ith A STM E-BAh (NT PA 2.>Jl Stufuiarti Test MetluKlffTr 
Criticai Radiani Fhix of Fioiff'-Coverinti Ciinfi A Radiani lletit 

Energy Sotirce. 

Two samples of carpet and nnderlayment tested provided 'liiph ‘ 
Critkal Rndiant Flux value;;, (Critical nidiant Ikes Is tliat level of exter¬ 
nal irrsidiance below which the flame will not continue to spread.) The 
reiTicived from the third Boor ot the Main Biiilding would he 
acceptable for use in htMpitals and health care facilities^ a CRF (critical 
riidiant Wu\} of (J,5 VV/cm^ or better is generally atvepled lor these 
(health care) occupiiKdes. Other regulattxl occupuicies. such as com¬ 
mercial and residentiid building, require a value of 0.25 VV/cm^ for 
car[5et userl in corridors iuid exitways. 

^ V in yl-covered gypsum wall best rd samples trojn tbe third floor of 
the Stoiifler's Inn of Westchester. Main Building, were tested by XBS 
in accordance with AisTM E-i62. Standard Mefhmt ofTestforSttrfacF 
Flammahiiity o^Materiah Ihin^ A Radiant Heat Etier^y Sottree. 'lest 
results are re|>orted in terms of a flame spread index. This test methofi 
does not correlate well with NFPA 255 lASTM E-h4). \fethod of Test 
of Surface Hitrning ChatacterisHos of Building Materials, which is used 
to determine flame spread classiBeation for code cnrnpliance; however, 
ASTVt E-152 results are iisefiil tor research purposes. 

Two samples of vinyl-covered \valllioard tested provided "^“low” 
flame sjireiw:! index values. The hx-o samples had flame spread v alues of 
7.0 aud T..5. respectiv ely, for an av erage flame spread index of 7,2, 
which apiiear.s to he within the range of values for Class A interior 
finish (0-25). During testing, both S[>ecimerts exhii)itetl htdihling prior 
to ignitioii. Ignition otcurrt^ when hubbies pop|ied arwl released com¬ 
bustible gases. The samt:^es were not tested for smoke developed 



The Common, looking south from tlie iirea of fire origin. Exit access 
doorway from Dislirnw Bmnn A to The Common is in I lie center. SKP \ 

metliocl t)f extension of fire into Disbrow Room H was not 
determinetb bowever, this room also hecame heavily in¬ 
volved in fire. Disbrow^ Rooms A and H were both heav¬ 
ily involved dining fire-fighting ojieratkms, well after 
initial smoke spread and fire growth in the exit access 
corridors. 

The roof area above the Cnuid Ballroom that encom¬ 
passed Dishrow' Rooms .A iuid B was raised above the 
roof areas over the rest of the floor. This raised roof area, 
surrounded by masonry walls and steel deck, loam insu¬ 
lation, iiiid composition allow^ecl products of com¬ 

bustion to accumulate. The HX’.AC system sen icing this 
area had shut down iiiKjn uctivutiou of the smoke detec¬ 
tors in the return-afr duct. 

Approximately 20 to 30 minutes after the fire began, a 
"rumbling" explosion in this area caused tlic r<M»i to rise 
and the course of brick on the north and west walls ol the 
raised rtMif area to separate from tlu^ fuiilding. Fire 
fighters on the roof pulled the course of brick from the 
w'all. The openings in the wall at r(H>f level provided 
ventilation. Explosion-related damage to tlie conidor 
wall assembly on the north ;^uid west corner of the Dis¬ 
brow Room A, vvbicli separates the Crand Ballroom IVoni 
The Coinmon and the North Corridor. coTTe.spunds to 
the damage done to the exterior masonry wall sections 
immediately above Disimw Room A. 

The door between the Haight Boom and the North 
Corridor had most likely been opened and left in the 
open ixisition during the fire. Fire was able to enter the 
Haight Room, althoiigli direct flame damage within the 
room was limited. By contrast, the doors to the Harrison 
Room had been left closed during the fire; there w'as 
some fire penetration through the door, but onb light 
heat and smoke damage w^ere evident in tlie rtJOtn. 

The B-laheleck I'/^-hout doors between the Receiving 
and Holding Hoorn and the North Corridor were not 
]>rovided with sell-closers. When a hotel employee had 
opened the doors, during his rescue of tht* occupants ol' 
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Disbrow Room A who had entered the corridor, the 
doors had been left in the open position. The heat and 
smoke were able to flow into the Receiving and Holding 
Room* This area quickly became untenable as fire from 
the North Corridor quickly extended into it. 

The B-labeled, l‘A-hour doors bctw^een the Receiving 
and Holding R(Kim and the Central Corridor and kitchen 
entrance were provided with self-closers* However, at 
the time of the fire, the doors were blocked open with 
compressed gas cylinders for soft drinks* Fire was able to 
extend into this urea, jeopardizing the centriil exit access 
corridor and the jDiithways to exits. 

Along with The Common, the North and West Cor¬ 
ridors provided the primary exit access in the building. 
Witnesses indicated that deterioration of tenable condi¬ 
tions in these areas allowed a very limited amount of 
time for occupants to become aware of the fire imd es* 
cape. Information permitting detailed analysis of the 
time between the ignition of the fire in the intersection 
aiid its initial discovery w^as not available to the NFPA* 
However, the fire had been seen initially by witnesses 
wln'Ie it was still relatively small, when smoke conditions 
were limited to the area of fire origin* Based on state¬ 
ments of witnesses, in appi oximately two minutes, fire 
had extended from the |x>int of origin and had made the 
exit access untenable* The rapid development of the fire 
;md deterioration of conditions in these corridor areas 
limited the escape of the occtq>ants in all of the nx>ms on 
the third floor, w'hich were then in u*se for meetings* 

Most of the occupants became aware of the fire w'hen 
smoke began to enter their meeting rooms, or as a result 
of the noise made w'hen others in adjoining rooms in¬ 
itiated their own escape attempts. These cues were the 
first means of alerting meeting-room occui^ants and, 
prior to the sounding of evacuation alarms, occupants of 
all of the meeting rooms had to face entering hostile 
corridor conditions in order to escape. 

Due to the delay in receiving an early waiming or 
alarm of the fire, the occupants' first awareness of the fire 
was brought about by the fire conditions themselves. 
Because of the rapid build-up of the fire and the deterio¬ 
ration of the environment in the exit access, the time 
needed for escape was greater than the time available. 
The escape sequences of the occupants occurred well 
before the arrival of fire department personnel at 10:28 
am, and most likely before the fire department had been 
notified of the fire by the hotel telephone operator. 

Fire Alarm System Performance 

Fire alarm bells did not activate on the fire floor dur¬ 
ing the initial stages of the fire. Occupants of the third- 
floor meeting rooms learned of the fire by ob*serving 
smoke entering the meeting room, or by hearing sounds 
associated with the escape efforts of other occupants of 
the floor. 

Fire alarm bells did sound in the building; however. 


iictivation of the alarm system most likely occurred alter 
occupants had discovered the fire and had initiated their 
escape attempts. By this time, however, ics obsened by 
witnesses, conditions within The Common and the cor¬ 
ridors were rapidly deteriorating or had deteriorated to 
the point where the environment was already untenable. 
Staff members in other parts of the building w^ere alerted 
to the fire by the alarm bells. 

The primary fire alarm system activation devices for 
the conferer^ee facility were the manual pull-box alarm 
stations* A total of three manual pull stations on the 
second and third floors had apparently been pulled dur¬ 
ing the fire, although the time of their activation could 
not Ire determined. 

Smoke detectors located in the ducts of the H\'AC 
sv^stem apparently did activate and were most likely re¬ 
sponsible for the initial alarm signals received at the an¬ 
nunciator panel and for activation of the evacuation 
alarm. The smoke detectors installed in the ductwork of 
the HVAC sy.sterns tliat serviced tlie public building 
were intended to provide for fan shutdown. The opera¬ 
tional status of the HVAC system ;ind related smoke 
detectors following the fire was not determined by 
the KFPA*^^ The Main Building was not provided with a 
complete smoke detection system* 


10 >jppA SK)A-1978, Stfmihrfl for the InataUation of Ajr 
Cfwif/iticfung and Ventilation Sysferm, outlines tlie function of 
HVAC duct smoke detection as follows: 

“4-3*2 E.'iccept as required by provisions of 4-2* in systems of over 
15*000 cfm (T080 L/sec) capacity, smoke detectors approved foi- duct 
mstailation shkall he installed and arranged to automatically sluit dov^-n 
fans. For this pur|JOse. the detectors shall be providetl as follows; 

[a) at a suitable location in the ret urn air stream prior lo ex iiau st¬ 
ing from the building or being diluted by outside air, and 

(b) at a suitable location in the main supply duct on the 
downstream side of the filters." 

In systems of 15,000 cfm (7080 L/sec) capacity iuid under, 
effect we means of detecting and controlling tf;e spread of 
smoke in air conditioning systems is recoinmencled in [iremises 
where the panic hazard is pronounced or where there are valu¬ 
able contents particularly subject to smoke damage, 

The protection provided by the installation of smoke detec¬ 
tors and other requirements of Piiragraph 4-.‘i.2 is intendetl 
solely to prevent the distribution of smoke through the supply 
air duct system. This in itself will not guarantee either eLirly 
detection of fire or the detection ofsmoke concentrations prior 
to dangerous smoke conditions if smoke movement is other 
than through the supply air system. Wliere facility smoke con¬ 
trol protection is determined needed* a specifically designed 
smoke control system including location of smoke detectors at 
locations that will assure early detection of developing .smoke 
conditions and initiation of the smoke control measures should 
he provided. 

“4-4 Detectors. Heat and smoke detectors required by tlie 
provisions of this standard shall not be construed as a suhstitiite for 
complete area protection afforded by an approved detection system* 
as prescribed in NFP.'\ standards for fire alann signaling systems* 
When such an approved detection system is installed in the build¬ 
ing, the h^t or smoke detectors required by provisions of 4'.3*2 
(above) shall be connected thereto in accordance with the require¬ 
ments of NFP.\ 72E* Standard on Atiiomatic Fire Detectors, so tliat 
actuation of any heat or smoke detector will sound tl>e fire alarm as 
well a.s provide the function of controlling the ventilation systems." 
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SpriiikJer Performance 

The tour sprinklers, which provided protection tor the 
vertical opening between the second and third Hoors, 
were activated by heat extending down Tlie Common 
aliead of the Raine front. Siiflicient heat traveled the 
length of The Connnon and hised the sprinklers on the 
third floor prior to the evacuation of all of the occupants 
from the Wilson Room. The watersprax from tlie four 
sprinklers across the opening of the stairway prevented 
continued spread of fire from The Common to the South 
Corridor. 

SIMMARY 

Based on the NFPA investigative study, tSie following 
are considered to be the jnajor factors cx)ntril>uting to the 
loss of life in this fire: 

• the critical l<K'ation of the fire in the intersection of 
the exit access corridors; 

• the rapid development of the fire through the com¬ 
bination of its origin and the available hiel load of con¬ 
tents and frirnishings in the exit access; 

• the lack of a remote second means of egress from 
some occupied meet mg nxinis; and 

• the lack of a fixed fire protection system to detect 
and extinguish the fire in its incipient stage. 

In this incident, with the origin of the fire in the 
means of egress imd the rapid deterioration of conditions 


in the exit access, the {>ccnpants were faced with initiat¬ 
ing escape in an environment that was rapidly becoming 
untenable at the time of fire discovery. Even if there had 
been earlier detection of fire conditions and notification 
of occupants through activation of alarm systems, the 
meeting-room occuixints w^onld have been subjected to a 
high potential for injury and death upon their entry into 
The Common and the intersecting eorridors. 

Exit access corridors and other means of egress com¬ 
ponents are subject to strict interior-finish requirements 
to limit flame spread, fuel contribution, and smoke pro¬ 
duction. Even with such interior-finish controls, storage 
of items such as outej-wear on coat racks can provide fuel 
loading and fuel configurations that may provide for in¬ 
tense and rapid fire build-up upon ignition. In this fire, 
fuel provided by the clothing on the coat nick was a 
factor in inituJ fire growth and clevelopment.^^ 

Certain corridor configurations, which allow the 
build-up of heat with subsequent heat radiation to the 
surfaces of interior finish, furnishings, and floor mate¬ 
rials, am result in extremely rapid spread of products of 
combustion and fire.*^-''* 

Interior finish that meets small-scale laboratorx^ test 
requirements (as opposed to frill-scale tests) may provide 


" James R. Bell, "Fifteen Residents Die in Mental Hospital Fire,*" 
FIRE jovftNAC, Vol 73. No. 4 (July 1979), pp. 68-76, 

Richard G, Bright, Beverly Hills Supper Club Fire, Southgate, 
Kentucky, May 2S, 1977, An Analysis oftlte Dev^optnent and Spread 
of Fire from the Room of Fire Origin (Zebra Rocin*) to the CabiS-et 
Room, Center for Fire Research, Natiunal Bureau of Standards, Wash¬ 
ington, D.C., September 1, 1977. 

Interior Finish and Fke Spread, NFPA SFP-47. NFPA, Quincy, 
Mass, 1977. pp. 113-140. 


Wall area at the south end of The Common at the intersection with the South Corridor seen at right. 
Pattern arxl effect of one of the tour domesticaily fed sprinkler heads (top) is clearly shown, nffa 
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for contmued propagation of fire uitli coiitribiifion to 
heat and smoke conditions. As previously discussed, the 
vinyl wall-covering siimple test results hy the National 
Bureau of Standards appe^tred to fall within the range oj' 
values for Class A interior finish. 

The influence of intense thermal energ>' from fire on 
interior-finish materials, including vinyl wall coverings, 
has been identified as a hictor in Iioth fire spread and 
smoke prtxliictiom Delamination, melting, iUid sub¬ 
sequent burning of vinyl wall coverings has lieen re- 
jxjrted in recent studies of other hotel firesThis 
phenomenon was again observed in the corridors at tlie 
Stoiiffer’s Inn, and the vinyl w'all covering may have con- 
ti ihuted to fire and smoke spread during the initial stage 
of the fire. 

This fire emphasizes the iiniK>rtanee of suftlcieut 
means of egress from places of assembly that can provide 
a protected path to the sidety of the exterior of the build¬ 
ing, and that cm provide paths of travel meeting the 
requirements of the concept of “remoteness." Where 


David P. Demers, "Familiar Problems Cause 10 OeatlLS in Hotel 
Fire," FIBE joiiRNAL, VoL 7-1. No. 1 (Jamioiy' 1980). pp 53. 

John Bouclmrd, "Ktwnev, Nebraska, Holiday Inn Fire. Janiuirv 
16. 1981/ NFPA iiinpublisbeth. 


direct exits to the exterior ai'e not provided, this fire 
illustrates the importance of maintaining the integrity of 
exit access areas within a building. 

If the conlerence facility building, including all places 
of assembly areas, had been protected with a complete 
automatic sprinkler system, the potentiiil for injury or 
death of the occupiints would most likely have been 
gi eatly reduced. Because of the critical [ocation of the 
fire in the exit access corridors, smoke and heat condi¬ 
tions in those exit access itreas would have existed even 
with complete sprinkler protection. However, once the 
system had activated, the ami) tent conditions of heat and 
smoke would tnost likely have remained at levels that 
would have enhanced the potential tor survival of the 
meeting-room occnjiants. 

Chapter 8, "New Places of Assembly," in the 19B1 
Edition of The Life Safety Code^ requires automatic 
sprinkler protection in Class A {1,(KK) or more persons) 
and Class B (3(H) to 1,(JOO iiersons) places of assembly/^ 


See NFPA Iftl. Tlie Life Safety Code, for specific recpiirements 
and excepticias. 

® Reg. TM, Tlic National Fire Protection Association, Inc. 

” See NFPA lOl, Tite Life Safety Code, for specific requirements 
and except ions. 


WALK IN-DON'T BREAK IN! 



Knox-Box keeps building keys where you 
need them—at the building. They're safe and 
secure in a virtually indestructible vault that’s 
roomy enough to hold keys, elevator infor¬ 
mation. and more. The convenient Knox 
master key you carry assures immediate 

access to every building pro¬ 
tected. The result? 

Faster firefighting! 

KNOX-BOX 

Call or write for details. 
The Knox Company, RO. 
Box 2684, Newport Beach, 
California 92663. Phone 
. (714) 675-2885. 

THE KNOX COMPANY 


I j #ff ^ waste valuable time 
Wn T breaking down doors ? 

I j/fjf •%/ carry keys to buildings all 
Wn T over town? 


Circle IMo. 36 on Reader Service Card 
See us at the NFPA Coni in San Francisco, Ca. 
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